"If we have someone in the emergency room that has left and we're concerned about them, we can use COAST as a means to check on them," says Jodi Younger, operational service manager of general psychiatry and addiction at St. Joseph's.
By bringing police and health personnel under one roof, these teams overcome the information-sharing challenges that continue to hamper integrated care in most of Canada.
In Saskatchewan, for example, Clive Weighill, chief of Saskatoon Police Services explains, "We have the Health Information Protection Act, which prevents health information from being shared, and then we have the Police Act, which prevents the police from sharing information. … We have to do things with a wink and a nudge, and we don't like to operate like that."
Dr. Kwame McKenzie, a medical director at the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health in Toronto, Ontario, argues that although the partnerships and initiatives are helpful, a major transformation of the mental health system is what's needed.
He thinks Canadian mental health services should be modelled after those in the United Kingdom, where a GP or doctor representing a group of GP offices are on call 24/7 and serve as the main point of contact when a person is in distress.
The doctor "would make a risk assessment and discuss the case with mental health workers," says McKenzie, who explains the system reduces police arrests because mental health workers feel confident intervening in streets and homes when they know a person's psychiatric history.
In Canada, by contrast, primary care providers sometimes don't receive word that a patient has been admitted to hospital until after they've been discharged, explains Higenbottam.
Given a highly fragmented mental health system and poor continuity of care, police officers lament that the burden of linking patients to care is too often left to them.
"A mental health crisis is the only medical emergency I know of where the first responder is not a medical professional," says Anderson. "When I talk to a police officer, the first thing I do is apologize to them on behalf of the mental health services for not doing our job." -Wendy Glauser, Toronto, Ont.
